B
iologists visiting Portland, Oregon, always try to budget some serious browsing time at Powell's City of Books. When I had the good fortune to move to Portland a couple of years ago, several colleagues told me I would love Powell's, and indeed it has become one of my favorite indoor haunts. With over one million books displayed in more than 3500 sections on 68,000 square feet of floor space, attracting an average of 6000 visitors each day (and 80,000 each day online), Powell's is a world-famous source of books-used, new, and out-of-print rarities. For example, I had long ago given up on replacing my cherished but "disappeared" copy of Record and In Tropical Rain Forests: An Ecological and Biogeographical Comparison, Richard Primack and Richard Corlett make a convincing case that tropical rainforests in the five principal ecoregions have major differences that must be taken into account both for setting research priorities and for addressing local, regional, and national conservation objectives. Graduate students taking tropical field courses or looking for possible research projects will find this book a stimulating source of comparative ecological information and research questions. It would also be an excellent text for a graduate-level course in tropical ecology. This may become the most important book on tropical forests published in the first decade of the 21st century.
Let me point out that I agree with Primack and Corlett's thesis that there are major ecoregional differences among tropical forests, yet most of these biodiversity-rich and ecologically complex ecosystems face the same vexing prob- The quest for sustainable alternatives to the slash-and-burn destruction of tropical forests has become an important conservation concern over the past 15 years. Despite valiant efforts and many initiatives, slash-and-burn agriculture continues to be the primary cause of tropical deforestation. Slash-and-Burn Agriculture: The Search for Alternatives, edited by Cheryl Palm and colleagues, is an important synthesis of the research arising from the 1992 creation of the Alternatives to Slash and Burn (ASB) consortium of more than 40 organizations from the tropics. The ASB consortium brought fresh thinking and new approaches to tackling the global environmental challenge of tropical deforestation. This book's 18 chapters, grouped in five sections, represent contributions from 79 scientists of 26 nationalities. Its primary theme is smallholder agriculture at the forest margin, which its authors address using case studies from Brazil, Cameroon, Indonesia, Peru, and Thailand. Unfortunately, numerous misspelled scientific names, and small, poorly reproduced maps, detract from the book's important contributions.
Tropical forests are attracting considerable attention from scientists and activists interested in global change, because of the vast quantity of carbon stored in tropical forest ecosystems and released to the atmosphere by slash-and-burn methods of land clearing. Tropical Forests and Global Atmospheric Change, edited by Yadvinder Malhi and Oliver Phillips, addresses the question, "What will (any remaining) mature old-growth forests look like at the end of the century?" Its 18 chapters, distributed among four sections, include contributions from 74 authors from 16 countries, with a strong representation from Latin America. The book's focal time frame is the last four decades of the 20th century. The second editor, Phillips, is a leader in conducting regional and pantropical analyses of tree growth and standing biomass of oldgrowth forests, which indicate higher turnover rates for many tropical forests, faster tree growth, and structural changes. The editors are to be commended for inviting authors whose approaches and conclusions differ-the result is several stimulating chapters. For example, Chambers and Silver conclude that "observed changes in tropical forest inventory plots over the past few decades are more likely being driven by changes in disturbance regimes, and other environmental factors, than by a response to elevated CO 2 " (p. 57).
Not all readers will have the advantage of living near Powell's City of Books. But those who want to update their knowledge of tropical forests and the mounting pressures they face-and learn the current thinking about possible management solutions-would do well to read some of these worthwhile volumes.
